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Take the Money and Run 


Author's Notes: 

DISCLAIMER/CONTENT WARNING: This story contains a sympathetic portrayal of a police officer. It is purely 
fantasy, and thus depicts an idealized view of the subject. It is no way intended to insult or invalidate those 
affected by police brutality and bigotry in real life. #+BLM 


Featuring “There is Nothing Left to Lose"-era Dave and "Kill ‘Em All'-era James. Plus a few bandmates here 


and there. 


August, 1983 


Some small coastal California town 


There's no way in hell this kid is twenty-one. 


At the other end of the bar, Dave tilts back his nearly empty Jack and Coke and pretends to take a sip so he 
can observe the exchange through the bottom of his glass. He's equally sure that he knows the kid from 


somewhere, but its been a long-ass day, and he can't quite jog his memory. 


Meanwhile, Shifty keeps glancing between the ID in his hand and the kid's face. Not buying it. Or is he? Dave 
bites back a wry grin. The kid is exactly Shifty's type: beach-blond and barely legal, with lanky sunburned limbs 
that move in an awkward, cultivated swagger. Dave would be lying if he claimed not to have the same 
weakness, but that's neither here nor there. The question is not whether the kid's old enough to date. It's 
whether he's old enough to drink And whether Shifty remembers that his best friend is sitting just ten feet 


away--and is also an off-duty cop. 

The crack of a baseball bat pulls Dave's gaze to the grainy TV above the bar. Hell yeah. Home run! Looks like 
he might have a chance of winning the precinct pool after all. He glances back down the bar as the cheers fade 
and sees Shifty handing back the kid's ID. To the kid's credit (and unlike Dave when he was the same age), he 
doesn't try to argue or make up some lame excuse. Instead, he rises slowly from the stool, probably trying to 
keep it cool as he makes his exit so that he doesn't get his Polaroid taken and tacked onto the No Serve wall- 


of-shame like the unlucky teens before him. 


But no. He's standing up so he can tuck the ID into his back pocket. His blank expression turns smug as Shifty 


pops the cap on an ice-cold Heineken. 
Dave slams his glass down. "The fuck, man?" 
Shifty whips around, eyes like saucers. "What?" 


"Another cockroach." Dave scrunches his face in disgust and pretends to examine the underside of his glass. 


"Thought you got rid of these things." 
"Where?" 
"Right here. Fucking look, if you don't believe me." 


Shifty mutters in confusion but wanders over, just as Dave hoped. "You sure? | just had the exterminator in 


here last--" 

"How old's that kid claiming to be?" Dave whispers. 

Shifty's cheeks go red as he recognizes the ruse. "Twenty-seven" 
"My ass. Check his card again" 

"Dude, | can do the math." 


"And you can spot a fake. Usually." When you're not thinking with your dick, in other words. "Check it again." 


Shifty gives him a sheepish look. Before he can reply, the kid pipes up from the end of the bar. "Yo. You two 


got a problem?" 

"As a matter of fact," Dave begins. 

"Then tell me to my face." 

This time Dave actually chuckles. He can't help it, watching as the kid winces momentarily after a too-big swig 

and puffs up his chest even though he's still more rib than muscle. Lotta nerve for an amateur. He wonders if 
the kid was already lit when he walked in or if he honestly thinks the belligerence makes him look older. Either 

way, he's about to get exactly what he just asked for. 


"Fair enough.” Dave pushes back his stool and strolls on over to where the kid is sitting. "The problem is that 


you barely look old enough to drive, let alone drink" 
"So?" 
"So, | would rather not see my friend's bar get shut down for serving underage." 


The kid narrows his baby blues and goes to take another swig before Dave swipes the bottle effortlessly from 
his hand. 


"Hey! What the fuck, man?" 

"Show Shifty your ID again, and maybe--" 

"But | already did!" 

"Better listen to him," Shifty says. 

Dave feels a pang of frustration as the kid pushes the ballcap back from his brow and crosses his arms--not 
at the show of defiance, but because he has a better look at the kid's face now and still can't remember 
where he's seen him before. It's half the reason he wants to see the kid's ID. 

"Or what? He'll kick me out?" The baby blues flick back to Dave. "You the fuckin’ manager of this dump?" 


"Watch your language." 


"Watch yourself, Magnum P.. Unless you're actually the manager, you got no reason to be up in my face. So 


why don't you fuck off and mind your own business." 


Shifty whistles at the audacity. "Looks like you'll have to whip it out, Dave." 


"Whip what out?" 
"This." 


The kid's expression goes from confused to relieved (to disappointed, if just for a split second) as Dave holds 
up his police badge. 


"Now show me yours.” 


To his credit, the kid neither drops the defiant act entirely nor tries to mouth off again. He reaches into his 
back pocket and pulls out a too-flimsy piece of plastic. 


"Nope. The real one." 
"This is the real one." 


Dave downs the last of the kid's beer and chucks the bottle into the trash. "Listen, kid | wasn't born yesterday 


and neither were you--although you're pretty damn close. I'll ask you one more time.” 

"Or what?" 

"Or we're gonna have an actual problem, you and |." 

The kid steps down off the stool. Dave feels his own shoulders square reflexively, in case the kid tries to 
throw a punch, and the muscles in his thighs tighten in preparation for a chase. But then the kid's shoulders 
slump. The wind has gone out of his sails at last. He mutters a "whatever" as he digs the wallet from his 
other pocket. Dave feels a pang of.something..when he sees how much dirt is caked under the kid's fingernails. 
Followed by a pang of recognition when he sees the name on the driver's license. 

‘James Hetfield. Thought you looked familiar.” 


"Nuh-uh. You don't know me." 


"Maybe not," Dave says, fighting to keep the cockiness out of his otherwise patient voice. "But | know your 
little running buddy." 


"Who?" 
"Dave Mustaine." 


Hetfield's jaw clenches. "Dave's in jail." 


"Yep. For grand theft auto, if | remember correctly. | was wondering why | hadn't seen you around 


in.what..three or four months now?" 
"The hell do you care?" 
"IFs my job." 


"Pfft" Hetfield shoves the license back into the wallet and the wallet back into the pocket of his scraggly board 
shorts. "You're not even on duty, Barney Fife." 


Shifty goes to whistle again, until Dave gives him a look. 


"A police officer is always on duty. And to answer your question, | care because you seem to be a decent kid. 


For the most part." 

‘lm not a kid. | just turned twenty." 

"Which is too young to drink but old enough to know that Dave Mustaine is a bad influence. | was hoping you'd 
realized that when he got locked up. Now it looks like you're trying to get yourself thrown in the slammer 
right along with him." 


"For underage drinking? Gimme a break" 


“That's exactly what I'm doing," Dave replies. "Giving you a break. | could haul your ass down to the station just 


for having that fake ID, if | really wanted to." 
Hetfield cocks his head. "Then what's stopping you?" 


Good question, Dave is tempted to say, and not just because the kid seems to be trying his patience 
deliberately now. He goes with the most convenient answer. 


"I just came from there after a long day and don't feel like going back over a petty misdemeanor.” 
"Thought you were always on duty.” 


"Touché." Dave settles himself onto the adjacent stool. "I'm sure you get my point, even though you're 
pretending not to. So how ‘bout you do me a solid?" 


"What's that?" 
"Can the attitude, go home, and stay out of the bars in my jurisdiction for at least another year." 


"That all?" 


Mouthy little shit. Speaking of Mustaine's bad influence. Give these reprobate kids an inch and they take a mile. 
And whatever else they can get their hands on along the way. 


"Nope, and Im glad you reminded me. Hand over that fake ID before you go." 
"Or what?" 

"You know exactly what. Now give it" 

Hetfield huffs again. "Man, that shit cost me thirty bucks” 

"That's nothing compared to your bail if you don't" 


"Fine." Hetfield slaps the bogus license onto the bar and watches as Dave pockets it along with his badge. "But 
l'm getting my money back." 


With that, he grabs the tip jar and bolts out into the street. 


"Hold it right there!" 


Dave's stool clatters to the floor as he jumps up to give chase. He makes it no further than the door before 


Shifty catches his arm and yanks him back. 

"The fuck, man? He's getting away." 

"Forget it," Shifty says. 

"Forget it? Dude, he just stole the--" 

"It's like twenty bucks. Big deal. Besides, he obviously needs that money more than | do." 
Dave gawks. "The hell are you talking about?" 

"Did you see his clothes?" 

Dave keeps right on gawking. 


"They were practically rags," Shifty explains. "His toes were sticking out the holes in his shoes. He's either 


homeless or poor. | don't wanna send someone like that to jail.” 


"How do you know he's not wearing that shit to make people feel sorry for him?" Dave counters. "For all we 


know, he's pulling this same routine in every bar." 


"Then go after him if you want. But I'm not pressing charges." 

Dave shakes his head and wanders back over to the bar. Thankfully it's a slow Tuesday. No other customers 
around to witness the bartender and the resident cop get played as suckers by some underage beach bum. He 
grabs an empty glass, then helps himself to the nearest tap, making a mental note to tip Shifty double 


whenever he ends up calling it a night. 


"Fuck it," Dave says as Shifty plops down beside him. "You're right. Let the little shit enjoy his freedom while 


he can. l'm sure we'll run into each other soon enough." 
"You think he knew..2" 
"That he could get away with it? Probably. Must've pegged us for softies the second he walked in" 


"No, | meant..you think he knew this was a gay bar?" 


To be continued. 


Renegade 


Author's Notes: 
Sweet Baby James. How | love putting him through the agonies and the ecstasies. Y This chapter is my 


favorite thing that I've written in a long time. [Note: contains mild drug use and homophobic language] 


The concrete is covered in cigarette butts and a layer of tarry grime that'll never wash out of his shorts, 
but who cares? It feels good against his sunburned skin. Good and cold. James splays out his legs and takes his 
first deep breath since he ran from the bar. 


Gone is the tip jar, which he chucked into the weeds of an empty lot after relocating its contents into his 
pocket. Gone too is most of the money inside. All but ten bucks. The rest went toward a fifth of vodka from a 
place that never bothers to card and a pair of fatties from a dealer Cliff warned him to stay away from. 
James never bothered to ask why. He didn't care then, and he doesn’t care now. Not even when he lights one 
and tastes mold. Fuck the mold. At least it's still pot and not dried oregano or some shit. Fuck the mold, and 
fuck Cliff, and fuck that dumbass bartender and his butt-buddy cop with the stupid Hawaiian shirt and even 
stupider mustache who took away his fake ID. 


Fuck ‘em all. 


Those three little words have served him well these last few months. Or so James insists on telling himself. 
It's a lot easier to believe when he doesn't have to think too hard--otherwise, he wouldn't have blown the tip 


money on weed and booze. 
Otherwise, he wouldn't have stolen the tip money in the first place. At least that's what Cliff would say. 


James takes another musty hit, then another, until Cliffs voice is replaced with one assuring him that it was 

all the stupid cop's fault. His bartender boyfriend obviously didn't know the difference between a bogus license 
and a real one. Everything would've been fine if Officer Friendly had kept his nose in his own glass. James could 
have finished his beer and ordered another and slipped into a booth until someone came along that he actually 


wanted to talk to. 


But you wanted to talk to him. Remember? That's why you sat at the bar instead of a booth to begin with. Dude 


actually seemed kinda cool until-- 
A car blows past the broken window with its stereo blasting. James exhales and lets the rest of that thought 
dissolve into the cloud of smoke and exhaust and road dust. Fuckin’ mold. H's obviously messing with his mind. 


Making him remember things the wrong way. 


He tokes again, then breaks the seal on the vodka. One sip is all he allows himself. One sip to level it out. The 


rest he vows to save until his dad comes home tomorrow. He'll need it. Especially if Magnum Fucking PI. decides 
to make a house call looking for him. At least there's a fake name on the fake ID, but the photo looks enough 

like James that his dad would know exactly what happened. And unload the wrath of God (or at least Jim Beam) 
as soon as the cop drove away. James is quickly running out of things for the old man to smash. Next time, it 


might be his face. 


James rakes a hand through his sweaty hair and lets his head slump back against the crumbling brick wall. In 
the back of his mind, he knows he's making too big a deal. Or at least jumping to conclusions. He's too big for 
an ass-whooping even if his dad were so inclined. More likely, the old man would throw him out for good this 
time--which would be fine and dandy if James had anywhere else to go. He still cant afford what Kirk and 
Lars are asking for rent, and he would rather go live under a bridge (or jump off of one) than patch things up 


with Cliff. 


Too late now anyway, James thinks as he gazes out toward the windows of Sundown Video across the street. 
He can see Cliffs girlfriend Corinne stocking the shelves inside the store. She probably has James’ old job now. 
She and Cliff have probably moved into the room upstairs that was once offered to James. It's only a matter 
of time, he guesses, before Cliff gives up and pawns James’ guitar. James keeps meaning to bribe Kirk into 
sneaking it out for him but also keeps putting it off because it would be too fucking awkward. Everything in his 


life right now is too fucking awkward. 


He doesn't want to think about Cliff right now, so he thinks about Dave Mustaine. Imagines Mustaine taking it 
up the ass in the prison shower. Makes himself stop again when he catches a whiff of jealousy amid the 
satisfaction. Mustaine is doing five to ten for grand theft auto. Actual hard time, not pussy county jail time. 
The hell is there to be jealous of? Aside from the fact that James could try what he's been wanting to try 
without, y'know, actually trying. Dudes in prison have to bang other dudes because there aren't any chicks 
around. Pure and simple. No questions asked. Nobody cares if anyone else is queer or not because that's just 


how things are in there. Gotta be kinda nice sometimes. 


Deep down, James knows that's a load of shit. The stupid weed mold talking again. Cliff would kick his ass for 
smoking it, then remind James why they quit hanging out with Mustaine when Mustaine graduated from petty 
to grand theft. Stealing cars is stupid. Going to prison at twenty is extremely stupid. Stupider that any of it is 
imagining prison as anything other than a brutal shithole where fun only happens at the expense of someone 


else's suffering. If anything, Mustaine is probably wishing he'd been more like James. 


Across the street, the lights blink off one by one. First the big sign up on the pole, then the strip of neon 


surrounding the window. The entire store goes dark a minute later. 


James feels strangely cold without that familiar glow spilling into the street. He waits for the lights upstairs to 
come on but instead hears the rev of an engine from the alley behind the store and has to slouch beneath 
the broken window so Cliff won't see him if he happens to glance that way. The relief of not having to watch 
Cliff's silhouette in the upstairs windows is replaced with a pathetic loneliness as Cliffs tail lights disappear into 
the night. 


Fuck. So much for distracting himself. 


“Shoulda just gone home," James mutters. He has the whole house to himself tonight. His dad and stepmom 
won't smell the weed as long as he smokes outside. He'd be ruminating about the exact same bullshit, sure, but 
at least he wouldn't be staring the reminders in the face like he is now. He could also have gone to the beach, 
or the arcade, or the mall, or literally anywhere else in this shithole town besides the abandoned service 
station across the street from his old job and his ex-best friend. He has literally no excuse in the goddamned 
world for being here. Except for the obvious. 


May as well let it all roll through his mind one more time while he's baked enough to stand it. 


Cliff's dad decided to have the carpet replaced. Everything in the video store had to be crammed into the 

office and stock rooms, then moved back out again, all in a single day. In exchange, Cliff and James were allowed 
to have friends over and hang out as late as they wanted. Cliff's dad was always cool like that. He never cared 
if they drank beer and smoked weed (Cliff knew where to get the good shit) and jammed, as long as they didn't 


make a mess or stink the place up. Or blast their amplifiers too loud 


That last point didn't matter to James anyway. He hadn't been in the mood to play guitar since the amp- 
smashing fight with his own dad the week before and only brought his ESP over because Cliff promised to 
keep it safe. He stowed it upstairs, planted himself in a bean bag chair, and spent the next couple hours in a 
contented haze while they all watched Dracula and passed the bong around. Lars kept making fun of the movie, 
and Kirk kept shoving him and throwing pizza crust. 


It was all a game between those two. An obvious excuse to wrestle around like drunken toddlers. James knew 
that. He'd never thought anything of it, until he looked over at one point and saw Kirk pinned to the couch, 
fake-flailing while Lars tried to spit in his mouth. Were they just fucking around? Just trying to gross out Cliff 
and James? Or did they forget they weren't alone? 


That last question lingered too long in James' mind for his comfort. He rolled off the bean bag chair and hurled 
it at the squirming mass. 


"Fuckin faggots," he muttered, although he doubted the other two heard it over their protests. They cackled 
like hyenas as they flung the sack right back into his face. James felt his hands ball into fists. But then, thank 
fuck, he was saved by the bell. Or rather, the buzzer on the back door. 


Lars and Kirk reached for their shoes while Cliff got up to answer it. James wondered why until he 
remembered Corinne was coming over. That was typically their cue to bail. He felt his heart sink as he 
crammed his feet into his ratty Vans. He didn't feel like going home yet. Not while the old man was likely still 


awake and drunk as fuck 


Cliff must've realized when he saw James lagging behind while the other two were halfway down the block 
already. He caught James by the elbow. "Hold up. | got some of the good shit” 


James felt the disappointment melt instantly away. The shitty mall dope they'd been smoking all evening was 
barely more potent than beer, but the good shit would make him forget the world. Then conk out and sleep like 
a baby. That's how James knew Cliff was inviting him to stay the night. Giving him a much-needed reprieve 
without James having to ask. James didn't have to thank him either, but he did anyway, because Cliff was a 
good dude. Best fuckin’ dude he'd ever met. 


The three of them reloaded the bong and sat around shooting the breeze until they ran out of things to say. 
Cliff wandered over, got some Pink Floyd spinning on the turntable, and plopped back down on the couch next to 


Corinne. Two verses in, and they were all over each other as usual 


James didn't care. He knew he'd have the place to himself in another song or two. Free to listen to or watch 
whatever he wanted. He couldn't wait to move in upstairs, even though the so-called apartment made his dad's 
house look like a mansion. He didn't care about that either. He'd even let Cliff and Corinne borrow the bed on 


nights like this, if they wanted to, so they wouldn't have to fuck on the stockroom couch. 


Not that there was anything wrong with the stockroom couch. Pretty damn comfortable, actually. Probably 
why the Fairy Twins always called dibs. As soon as he felt the goodnight pat on the shoulder, James deposited 
himself into the spot Cliff just vacated. Still warm. He reached for the bong, then caught his reflection in the 


TV screen. 
Fuck that old Dracula shit. Time for some real entertainment. 


James returned from the stacks a few minutes later with a video tape inside a blank black box. All the porno 
vids were packaged like this, with a single Dymo-tape label showing the title. This particular one was called "Ass 
Class." James picked it because it rhymed, and he was at the point in his buzz when such things made him 
laugh like a deranged idiot. He took a good deep lungful from the bong, then popped the tape into the VCR. 


The opening credits showed what looked like the outside of a vocational school. Cool. This must be where chicks 
go to learn anal. There were nothing but men's names onscreen, but James figured they were the faculty. Or 


maybe the male students that the girls got to practice with. Yeah, that made sense. 


Sure enough, the next scene opened inside a classroom. There were three dudes about his age sitting in the 
front row near the teacher's desk. All were wearing uniforms even though this obviously wasn't Catholic 
school. On the blackboard were crude chalk drawings of butt cheeks and a gigantic dick, with arrows indicating 
where the dick was supposed to go. That made James laugh even harder. Must be the remedial class for 


‘tards who can't tell an asshole from a pussy. 


Then the camera panned over as the teacher walked in the door. Instead of the usual blonde with huge tits and 
fake librarian glasses, it was an older dude with aviators and a mustache. Kinda looked like Burt Reynolds. He 
walked over to the desk, took off his shades, and picked up a pointer. James couldn't tell what the dude was 
saying as he pointed to the diagrams on the board because he had the sound turned off. Pornos were always 
better that way. Sure, it sounded weird as shit with Pink Floyd wailing in the background, but better that than 
cheesy funk and brainless dialogue and chicks who squeak like plush toys while they're getting railed. 


Speaking of chicks, where the hell were they? 


Probably waiting until the first part of the lesson is over, James figured. He took one last big hit and popped 
the button on his jeans as the teacher finished up with the diagram. Any second now, and that door would 
open. James wanted to be ready when the girls walked in. Would they be wearing plaid skirts and knee socks, or 
would they already be naked? Either way, he couldn't wait to see the looks on their faces when the male 
students applied their newfound knowledge. 


James chuckled at what he thought was a damn clever euphemism. That was another thing about Cliff's weed. 
It tuned out the static in his mind so that the real picture--the parts of himself that otherwise stayed hidden 
behind anger and doubt--came through loud and clear. He was smart. He was well-spoken. He was funny. He 
was perceptive. He knew what he wanted, and what other people wanted, and what he and they wanted from 


each other, and how to make that happen. 
Not that James ever did anything about it. Not yet, anyway. It was enough just believing that he was capable. 


"Fuck yeah," he murmured as the endorphin tingle enveloped his body like a warm blanket. His cock sprang to 
attention at the same time that the students stood up from their desks. It twitched with anticipation when 
they began unbuttoning their shirts. The teacher was doing the same. Nice. Maybe the hot librarian with the 
big knockers would come in to help him demonstrate. Even better. Just her and the three students and the 
teacher who looked like Burt Reynolds. At least in the face. This dude wasn't nearly as hairy or toned. His torso 


was lean and pale, his arms long and ropey. From the neck down, he looked an awful lot like..well.. 
Like Cliff. 


An uncomfortable laugh escaped like a hiccup. Okay, so the weed wasn't perfect. Sometimes it put weird 


thoughts into his head. 


James blamed it on the bong, tainted with the residue from that cheap shit they smoked earlier, and worked 
the jeans down his hips while the boys onscreen did the same with their pants. If they were already naked, 
that probably meant that the girls or the librarian or whoever came in next would strip down while they 
watched. Yep. Now they were jerking off in preparation. All in perfect rhythm, including his own hand. It 
reminded James of his jam sessions with Cliff. Not literally--duh!--but the way they were on exactly the 


same beat, the same wavelength, moving as one with the wail of their instruments. 


Sometimes he got hard then too. Sometimes he'd look over and wonder if Cliff was also hiding a boner behind 


his bass. Sometimes he'd even close his eyes and imagine that the neck of his guitar actually was his cock. 
Shut up, brain 


Everyone onscreen was naked now. The camera panned over their tanned, muscular bodies as they stood 


patiently at their desks. Still not a chick in sight. James wondered if he should try a different tape. Any longer, 


and his dick might wilt. 


But it didn't. Not when the teacher opened his briefcase and pulled out a jar of Vaseline. Not when he scooped 
out a glob, then handed the jar to the nearest student, who did the same thing before passing it along. James’ 
cock was even harder now. He spit in his palm and pretended it was Vaseline as he worked it up and down his 


shaft, still in perfect rhythm. 


Three hands shot into the air. The teacher must've asked a question. He pointed at the dude whose hand went 
up first--a meathead with shaggy blond hair and a sunburned nose--and motioned him up to the blackboard. 
There was enough talking between them that James almost turned on the volume. But then the teacher patted 
the top of the desk with his free hand, and it made sense. He wanted a student to give the first 
demonstration. The big-titty librarian would come in, bend over the desk, and the blond meathead would keep 
putting it in the wrong hole until the teacher made him take another look at the diagram on the board, and 
then he would get it right. So right that it would blow the poor librarians mind. Among other things. Heh. Get 
it? 


James felt his lips part and stretch back in a grin. Knowing exactly where this was going didn't make him any 
less eager to get there. Excitement rippled through his body. His cock gave a throb as the teacher turned the 
student around by the shoulders and bent him over the desk. That dumb kid sure needed a lot of 
demonstrations. James knew it was all an excuse to get the audience warmed up. You don't work this long in a 


video store without learning a thing or two about filmmaking. 
Wait a second. 
"Whoa, shit." 


Wait a FUCKING second. 


That was no demonstration. That was the teacher literally bending the blond dude over so that he could 
literally fuck him in the literal ass. Which--"holy fuck!"--was practically in James' face now as the camera 


zoomed in. 


He blinked stupidly a few times before remembering that he could turn his head. And look for the remote. 
Where was the goddamn remote? James’ eyes darted frantically until he spotted it at the end of the couch. He 
thumbed the sfop button. Nothing. He tried pause. Nothing. Probably still sticky from last week's spilled beer. He 
jabbed randomly. The scene suddenly sped backward--sure, rewind still worked just fine--before James 


panicked and hit play. 
"No, dumbass, turn it of fl" 


He was talking to the remote, but the remote wouldn't listen. Now none of the buttons were working. Fucking 


batteries must be dead. 


James stood up, only to discover that his dick hadn't gotten the memo either. Still hard as a rock. Must be the 
anticipation. Or the weed. Yeah, he thought, as his head swam and he flopped back down into the cushions, it 
was just the weed. Definitely just the weed. 


Meanwhile, Ass Class was back in session. The students filed in and took their seats. 
James tried uselessly to cram his dick back in his pants. 


What the hell was that tape doing on that shelf anyway? It was mixed right in with the regular porn--the 
normal, boy-girl shit. Fag porn had its own shelf. That's why they put stickers on the cases. Blue for regular 
and red for queer, so everyone knew where to stock them. Why didn't this case have a fucking sticker? Did it 
fall off? Did someone peel it off? Did Cliff put the tape on the wrong shelf as a prank, knowing James would 
find it? Were Cliff and Corinne upstairs laughing their asses off? 


Nope. They weren't laughing. They were fucking. Hard, from what James could hear in the silence between 
tracks. It wouldn't bother him if Corinne were the one making all the noise, but the moans and grunting were 


way too low to be anyone but Cliff. 
James felt his cock twitch again. 


He wished Cliff had put something a lot louder than Pink Floyd on the turntable, because he could still hear the 
grunting over the opening verse of "Comfortably Numb." Which was exactly what James was supposed to be 
right now. All he wanted when he picked up that tape was to hit the bong, blow his load, and drift off in the 
blissed-out afterglow. Porn and pot were against the Hetfield House Rules, and Cliff knew that. Cliff also knew 
that James would be too stoned to get off the couch and do anything about it. 


Deep down, he knew it wasn't really Cliff's fault. It wasn't a prank. It was a coincidence, James told himself. Just 


a fucked-up coincidence. Kinda like the resemblance between Cliff and the teacher onscreen. 


He tried to look away, but his bleary eyes kept drifting back to the TV. He tried closing them so he could focus 
on the music. These slow, trippy songs were usually the best for jerking off. Not this time. Not with Cliff 
grunting and groaning upstairs. His hand kept falling into rhythm with Cliff instead of the music. He opened his 
eyes to the teacher pounding the blond kid and realized they were keeping perfect tempo with Cliff too. Almost 
like Cliff was providing the soundtrack 


The thought made James laugh. His pot-addled brain mistook that as a sign that he was enjoying himself and 


sent another surge of pleasure through his veins. 
"There is no pain..you are receding." 


If he really wanted to, he could get up. He could turn the video off. There was nothing forcing him to keep 


watching. 


"You are only coming through in waves." 
Except for curiosity. 
"Your lps move.." 


The same reason people slow down when they pass a car wreck. Nobody wants to be part of it, but it's damn 


near impossible to look away when it's happening to someone else. 

"but | can’t hear what you're saying." 

So what could it hurt to keep watching? 

The other two students must be on the Honor Roll, because they learned fast. They were going at it against 
the blackboard. Meanwhile, the remedial kid was gripping the edges of the desk for dear life. The teacher's fist 
was tangled in the kid's sweaty blond hair, pinning his skull to the desk. 

‘Now Ive got that feeling once again.." 

Like that time he snatched the pick from Cliffs fingers, just to be a dick, and Cliff wrestled him to the floor 
and pressed his face into the stinky carpet until James, gagging and laughing at the same time, cried "uncle!" 
and opened his hand. 

‘ can't explain, you would not understand." 

When Cliff finally let him up, James had a raging boner that he blamed on friction from the carpet. 

"this is not how | am." 

Now the teacher was leaning back again, pulling the student up with him. The student let go of his cock so the 
teacher could jerk him off instead. The camera zoomed in on those long callused fingers working the shaft, 
then back out to the kid's straining torso. Did it hurt or feel good? James couldn't tell from the kid's 


expression because his head was tilted backward, resting on the teacher's shoulder. 


He wondered why Cliff's groans had suddenly grown louder until he realized the noise wasn't coming from Cliff 


at all. 
"Oh, fuck," he grunted. 


And that he was no longer imagining how tight an asshole would feel around his cock, but how tight his asshole 
would feel around-- 


"Fuck yeah, just like that." 


His brain wouldn't give him the words to finish that thought, but it didn't matter. He could see it clear as day. 
He was practically watching it happen onscreen. When the camera panned to the other two students, James let 
his eyes drift closed at last. The wailing guitar solo drowned out all but the loudest of his grunts as pleasure 
throbbed and coiled in his groin. 


"Fuckin give it to me!" 


He was close. So close, he could feel it. And the other voice in his head was so loud that he could hear it over 


the music now too. 

"James?" 

It almost seemed to be coming from behind him, but he knew better. 
"Yeah, keep sayin’ my name." 

"James." 

Then the music stopped. 


At first, James couldn't say anything. His throat was clenched around a cold hard panic, as if he'd swallowed an 


ice cube. 

"Sorry, man. | just--" 

"The fuck are you doing here?" 

The ice cube melted into something acid-hot. James could taste vomit as he whipped his head around to face 
Cliff, who was holding the record needle and standing there in nothing but a pair of boxers slung low on his 
hips. 


"Just wanted to ask if we could borrow the bong." 


James grabbed the remote, then threw it to the floor with a "fuck!" when he remembered the batteries were 


dead. 
"Listen, | didn't mean to--" 
"You want the fucking bong? Take it!" 


But his hand was shaking so hard when he tried to grab the bong that he tipped it over instead. Water 
darkened the cushion. He felt his guts churn as the swampy stench hit his nostrils. 


‘Chill out, man" Cliff raised his palms in surrender. "It's just me. Why are you freaking out?" 

Like it wasn't obvious. There were four dudes ass-fucking each other on the TV screen while James was 
sitting there with his cock out. That was maybe the most fucked-up part of all. The anger and humiliation 
should have wilted it immediately, but he was still just as hard. It didn't help that Cliff was half naked and 
reeking of sex. 

"Coulda fuckin’ warned me." 


"| tried, but | guess the music was too loud." 


James hurtled himself off the couch and slammed the power knob with his palm. The screen went dark Ass 


Class was dismissed. 

Not that it mattered now. Cliff had obviously seen too much for James to talk his way around. There were no 
lies he could tell or excuses he could make. All he could do was cram himself back into his jeans while wishing- 
-and fearing--that he would spontaneously combust. 

"How long were you watching?" 

"| wasn't," Cliff said. "Look, | get that you're embarrassed, but you don't need to be." 

"Just take the stupid bong and leave me alone." 

"Nothing wrong with watching those movies, if that's what you're into." 


"l'm NOT into it!" 


Cliff put up his hands again, as if James were some kind of criminal. "All I'm saying is, its cool if you are. 
Doesn't bother me." 


"It was supposed to be a regular porno. Some idiot took the sticker off and stuck it on the wrong shelf." 
"Probably my fault, dude. | watch ‘em too sometimes." 


"Bullshit." James knew Cliff was lying to calm him down, and he didn't appreciate it. Not at fucking all. "You're 
not a faggot, and neither am |." 


"That's not what | was saying." 


Footsteps on the stairs. Quick, but hesitant. Corinne must have heard them arguing and come to see if Cliff 
was okay. James could feel her wary eyes on the back of his head. Well, he was done with arguing. Nothing he 


could say could make Cliff un-see what he'd seen. He reached over and pushed the eject button The film 
caught on the spindles inside, spilling like guts as James ripped the cassette from the VCR. Like diseased black 
guts. He dropped the cassette with a clatter because he was done with that too. He was done with this whole 
night and this whole place. 


Cliff cought his arm when he tried to brush past. 

"Hey, cmon Where are you going?" 

tice 

"You know you can stay" Cliff sighed as James pulled himself free. "I thought this was your home.” 
"You thought wrong. 

"Come on, James. Quit being such an asshole. There's nothing to get--" 


"Know what | quit?" James turned around in the doorway. His eyes burned with tears, but he flared his 
nostrils and squared his jaw. "This job. This stupid loser job." 


He slammed the door behind him before Cliff could say anything else. Tore off down the alley, then around the 
corner and across the street to the same abandoned building he's hiding in now as he remembers it all. 
Remembers that Cliff only opened the door once to yell out his name. Remembers that Cliff never came out 
to look for him. Probably because Cliff was lying when he said the video didn't bother him. Cliff thought he 
was a fag and was glad to be rid of him. He didn't care if James ever came back to work. He only left those 


messages on James’ answering machine because his dad made him. 

The only thing James regrets about leaving Sundown Video is his choice of words. It wasn't a stupid loser job. It 
was the best job he'd ever had. It wasn't much of a living, but it was Wall Street compared to the odd jobs 
and day labor gigs he's been living off since. And Cliff was right: it had felt like home. Right up until that last 
night. Right up until James kicked himself out. 


If he has to feel like a stranger, he figures he might as well be one. 


To be continued. 


Juvenile Delinquent 
"Help you find anything in particular?" 


Dave glances up from the rows of new releases to see the long-haired hippie kid leaning over the counter in 


his direction. 


Yeah, your delinquent friend with the sticky fingers would be the honest reply, but Dave doesn't want to give 
himself away just yet. 


"Aliens," he says instead. 
Without missing a beat, the clerk points to the last aisle on the left. "Science fiction Right over here." 


Dave wanders that way and browses the titles while the customer ahead of him checks out. He forgot how 
much he enjoyed renting videos from this place when it first opened. He's not sure why he stopped, to be 
honest, aside from the convenience of the newer store across the street from the precinct. They seem to be 
doing just as well here. Brand new carpet, from the smell of it, and a surprisingly good selection. He approaches 


the counter a few minutes later with an old favorite in hand. 


The clerk pushes aside the guitar magazine he's been skimming through and gives Dave a smile. Glum, but 
unforced. He's wearing a black Misfits shirt with the sleeves cut off and a pair of frayed bell bottoms straight 
out of Woodstock. His clip-on nametag reads Cliff "Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Good choice. You seen 
it?" 


"If it's got aliens, chances are I've seen it a dozen times." 

"Gotcha" Cliff disappears momentarily into the stockroom and comes back with the video inside a plastic box. 
"Are you a member, Officer--" He squints at Dave's brass name plate, apparently unsure how to pronounce 
his name. 

"Grohl. Sergeant Grohl. And no, but I'm happy to sign up if you have an application" 


"Cool." 


Dave catches a hint of weed-stink as Cliff hands him a sheet of paper. He doesn't care any more than Cliff 

seems to care that a uniformed police officer is hovering over the counter--which suggests that Hetfield is, 
as he suspected, nowhere on the premises. Dave watches out of the corner of his eye as Cliff goes back to 
his magazine. Turns the pages without reading them. Pushes the magazine away again when Dave hands back 


the application. 


"You play guitar?" Dave asks. 


"Sometimes. Bass, mostly.” 


Looks like that "sometimes" includes today. There's a battered ESP Explorer propped against a shelf just inside 


the stockroom. The words EET FUK are scrawled in permanent marker on the white enamel. 
"Are you in a band?" 
Cliff shrugs. "Was thinkin’ about it, but then my friend kinda dropped out and..well, long story.’ 


"Would that be James?" 


Cliff is silent for a moment as realization kicks in. He looks concerned, but not surprised "How do you know 


James?" 


"He used to pal around with one of our frequent flyers. Dave Mustaine. Before Mustaine went to jail, of 


course." 

"If you're looking for James, he's not here." 

"Day off?" 

"Nah, man, he's." Cliff sighs. "I dunno. | haven't talked to James in almost two months." 
"Why's that?" 

"Is James in trouble?" 


The defensiveness in Cliff's voice is warm with concern, not cold with suspicion. Dave feels the same tug he 


felt back in the bar when he saw the dirt under Hetfield's fingernails. "Not exactly." 

"What does that mean?" 

It means that he would be, but the other party declined to file charges." 

"Shit. Is James hurt?" 

"Not that | know of" Dave tries to soften his tone now that fear has crept into Cliff's expression. "Listen, you 
don't need to worry. I'm not here to make trouble for James. There's nothing | can arrest him on. Not yet, 


anyway. | just wanted to talk to him about what happened." 


"He get into it with his dad again?" 


"This was a petty theft incident," Dave explains. "Plus underage drinking and possession of a fake ID, but | gave 


him a warning for those. It's the other part that concerns me. Can you understand why?" 

"Of course. | didn't know James was into that shit." 

"Your parents own this store?" 

Cliff nods. "Gonna be mine in a few years when my dad retires." 

"Has James ever been in trouble with them for any reason?" 

"Like what?" 

Like, say, drinking on the premises. Smoking pot. Borrowing videos without permission. Mouthing off. Dave knows 
these are the infractions running through Cliff's mind, because of course Hetfield is guilty of at least one of 
those. Anyone his age working in a video store would be guilty of at least one of those. Now that he thinks 
back, Dave can remember coming out here about six months ago for a noise complaint from a neighbor. Kids 
blasting their amplifiers after hours. They'd stopped by the time Dave arrived but likely caught an earful from 
Cliff's parents. Was that all, though? 


"Like skimming from the register, for instance. Stealing. Vandalism. Anything like that?" 


"Nah, like | said, he's never been into that stuff. One time he got angry and broke a tape, but that was..my dad 
doesn't even know about that. James knew better than to do anything that would get him fired” 


"So he quit?" 


Cliff nods. "I don't even know why. We got into this stupid argument, and no matter what | said, James wouldn't 
calm down. He just kept freaking out" 


"About what?" 
"Just band shit" 


Dave can tell there's more to the story. Probably something to do with drugs--and not the kind he can smell 
on Cliff. Something harder. Something more expensive. That would explain Hetfield's belligerence and compulsive 
stealing. Then again, so would being out of a job. So would the frustration and humiliation of being hassled by a 
cop (in a gay bar, no less). If Cliff is telling the truth, which Dave has no reason to doubt, he probably has as 


many questions as Dave does. 
"Is that James’ guitar back there?" 


"Yep." Cliff rolls up the magazine and chucks it into the trash. "That's how | know he's really pissed. He hasn't 


called or sent anyone around to pick it up." 

"I'm assuming he hasn't answered your calls either." 

"Or the door, whenever | tried to stop by." 

"You mentioned something about James not getting along with his father." 

Cliff hesitates, which Dave takes as a sign that he's approaching his limit on subjects he's willing to discuss 
with The Man. Dave is surprised he's gotten this much from Cliff. Despite what his flower child appearance 
might suggest, he's been very forthcoming, and not in a way intended to throw Dave off the scent. At least 
not that Dave can sense, and he's always been pretty intuitive that way. It's more like Cliff is searching for 


the right words. Not to keep a secret, but to protect a wound. 


"They've been at it since his mom died," Cliff finally says. "I've never really hung out over there, so | just hear 


about this shit after the fact" 

"James still lives at home?" 

"Far as | know. He was supposed to move into the apartment upstairs, but then, y‘know..that fell through.’ 
"This shit you hear about, is any of it violent?" 

Hesitation again, so Dave clarifies. 

"Has James ever mentioned his dad hitting or threatening him? Anything like that?" 

"He busted James’ amplifier one night when they were arguing." Cliff gestures toward the stockroom. "James 
was afraid his guitar was next, so | told him to keep it over here. Guess that means he's still living at home. 
Never could save up enough to rent another place. Except the one upstairs." 

"I see." Dave feels another pang. "Any idea what James might be doing for work these days?" 

"Whatever he can dig up in the want ads, | guess." 

"Where could | find him if | wanted to talk?" 

Cliff's brow goes up. "Right now?" 


"Not literally." Dave chuckles. "This is my lunch break. | mean in general. Like, where does he hang out when 
he's not at home?" 


"Your guess is as good as mine." 


Enough questions. Dave knows better than to push his luck. He wants Cliff to feel comfortable passing along a 
message if Cliff happens to cross paths with Hetfield before he does. Not that either scenario is likely. Dave 
wouldn't be surprised if Hetfield is already in lockup by the time he gets back to the precinct. Probably lifting 
beer from some convenience store as they speak. But likelihood has never stopped Dave from hoping. He 


reaches into one of the compartments on his belt, then hands Cliff his business card. 
"If James comes back, tell him the same thing | told you. There are no charges. I'd just like to talk” 
Cliff's posture softens as he tucks the card into his back pocket. "Wouldn't get my hopes up." 


Dave walks away from the counter a few minutes later with an alien flick, a handwritten membership card 
from Sundown Video, and only some of the answers he was looking for. He's not sure if its his still-wounded 
ego or something else fueling his stubbornness as he makes his second detour of the day. He just can't let it 


go. Not while he's already in the neighborhood. 


He's relieved to see only one vehicle in the driveway as he approaches the Hetfield residence: a beat-to-shit 
Chevy with its bumper held on by a plastering of band stickers. Better to catch James without his father 
around. Doesn't sound like the old man would take kindly to the news that his son was caught stealing, and 


James might be too angry or scared to hear what Dave has to say. 


Dave parks his cruiser across the street. It's an older ranch-style house, sagging and faded, but otherwise well 


maintained. He can hear a lawnmower coming around from the back yard and wants to make sure-- 
Yep, it's him. Speak of the leggy blond devil. 


Same ballcap, pulled low over those baby blues. Same frayed board shorts. Same chewed-up shoes. Possibly 
even the same shirt, albeit slung over one shoulder and dripping with hose water. It's a view Dave could 
appreciate greatly in any other circumstance. Right now, though, he's pissed at Shifty for being such a 
sentimental sucker. The Hetfield kid's not homeless. He's unemployed and living with his parents because he 
apparently burned every other bridge. Over what? Drugs? Some petty band drama? Dave wishes he'd been 
faster off that stool so he could've tackled the little snot and cuffed him up. Made him sweat some of that 
ego out onto the pavement. Let him think he was about to lose his freedom so that maybe, just maybe, he'd 
stop trying to throw it away after the cuffs came off. 


At least Hetfield is sweating now. 


His eyes never leave the ground as he pushes the mower in concentric squares around the front yard. Mostly 
trudging, occasionally shoving. So much for the swagger. Money must be gone too if he's home doing chores. 
Much as Dave would love to strut across that lawn and catch Hetfield off guard, he holds back. It's honest 
work. Let the kid finish it first. Let him feel that sense of accomplishment--or at least tire himself out too 


much to run. 


The mower sputters to a halt a few minutes later. Hetfield mops his face with the wet shirt, then pulls off 
his cap and drapes the shirt over his head, still unaware of the squad car sitting across the street. Dave is 
reaching for the door handle when the radio squawks. 


"All available units--vehicle collision with rollover, Redwood and San Pedro. All lanes blocked" 


Dave curses under his breath. Not that volume matters now. He looks up to see Hetfield staring dead at him, 


eyes narrowed in recognition 

So much for that. 

"Bravo-ten to Dispatch. Show me responding code three." 

Their eyes remain locked while Dave buckles his seat belt. Hetfield seems to have grown a foot just by 
squaring his shoulders. He's doubly defiant now that he knows Dave can't do anything about it. Again. That 
means Dave is O for 2 with this snot-nosed punk, and that chaps his ass worse than every runner he's had to 
chase down over dime bags or petty traffic warrants. He feels a smirk tug the corners of his mouth. 

Third time's the charm, Kiddo. Just you waft. 

Dave hits the lights. He pretends not to see Hetfield flipping the bird as he speeds off toward the accident. 


dst you fucking wait 


Lo and behold. Guess who happens to be loitering outside the T-ll the very next day when Dave stops by on 


his way home from work. He's really starting to believe in fate. 

There are only three possible reasons why a slacker like Hetfield would be standing outside a convenience store 
with both hands in his pockets, nervously toeing an imaginary skateboard. One: he's waiting to accost some 
gullible sap into buying him a case of beer (but not because he's underage, of course. He lost his driver's 
license and just hasn't gotten a new one yet. Of course). Two: he's looking to buy drugs. Three: he's selling 
drugs. There's technically a fourth possibility that Dave would rather not even think about. He sidles up to the 
curb and rolls down the window. 

"Mister Hetfield." 

The kid doesn't miss a beat. "What's up, Barney Fife? Thought | smelled bacon" 

‘Ill assume you're referring to the pizza | just picked up. Got a second to talk?" 


"Got a second to kiss my ass?" 


The attitude is pure Mustaine, but the sneer is a pale imitation at best. Hetfield is about as intimidating right 


now as a golden retriever. Unfortunately, he's also as fast as one. He darts off into the alley the second Dave 


opens his mouth to reply. 

Dave wastes no time on curses or frustration Instead, he puts the cruiser in gear and peels off in the 
opposite direction. He knows instinctively where Hetfield is going, and he knows an even faster way of getting 
there. A few turns later, and he's already waiting patiently outside the arcade when Hetfield comes crashing 
out of the bushes. 


"Stop right there," Dave says, one palm raised and the other on his belt. "Keep your hands out of your pockets 


and walk slowly toward the car." 

"Or what?" 

‘Or you'll eat pavement, is what." 

"You gonna arrest me?" 

"Bet your ass | will, unless you get it over here in the next two seconds.” 


Hetfield tenses. He's clearly too wiped to outrun Dave a second time, and his defiance is evaporating visibly into 


confusion. "Don't you need like a warrant, or--" 
"One " 


The kid slumps his shoulders, then looks around at the gathering crowd and squares them again as he 
approaches the cruiser. He knows he's beat, so now he's trying to play it in his favor and act like a badass in 
front of the arcade kids. Might work if Hetfield were actually still a teenager himself, but at twenty, he looks 


every bit the garden-variety loser he's doing his damnedest to become. 

"Now turn around,” Dave says, "and put your hands behind your head" 

"Why? You said | wasn't under--" 

A defeated huff escapes his lips as Dave spins him around by the shoulders. He laces his fingers in his sweaty 
blond curls. Dave can smell the ocean in Hetfield's hair as he leans in for the pat-down. The kid must've come 
straight from the beach. 

"You're only being detained right now," Dave explains. "I highly suggest you quit pushing your luck. You've 
already gotten more breaks than your thieving ass deserves. Now, is there anything in your pockets that 


might stick me or poke me?" 


"You wish, faggot." 


That does it. That gets him shoved against the cruiser with the full weight of Dave's body. Hetfield attempts a 
chuckle with whatever air remains in his lungs, but it tapers into a whimper as Dave tightens his grip on the 
kid's wrists. 


"That word better not come out of your mouth again, you understand me?" 

"Calm down. | was jok--" 

"Do you understand, you little shit?" He moves his gritted teeth toward Hetfield's ear. "Yes or no." 

"Yes, | fucking understand. Jesus." 

Dave backs off just enough to let Hetfield breathe as he goes through his pockets. Nothing in there but a set 
of keys, a couple half-melted Jolly Ranchers, and the same wallet he pulled out at the bar. Inside are his real 
driver's license and a grand total of four bucks. Dave can feel the kid seething with embarrassment now. He 
softens his tone as he lets go of Hetfield's wrists and slips the items back into his pockets. 

"Get in the car, James." 


"Am | going to jail?" 


"Not tonight” Dave opens one of the back doors. "But you and | need to have a serious talk about what 
happened in the bar, and | can't take the chance that you'll run off on me again" 


"You're not gonna cuff me?" 


Odd thing to ask. Then Dave remembers they have an audience of gawking teens that Hetfield is still trying to 
impress. Too bad. The gangster treatment is reserved for actual gangsters, not wannabes. "Get in the car," he 


repeats. 


"Fine." Hetfield ducks away from the offered hand and climbs into the back seat. Dave watches him fold those 
mile-long legs into the cramped space, wondering how someone can look both impossibly tall and pitifully small 
at the same time. He almost feels bad for the kid as the crowd disperses with little more than shrugs and 
snickers. All that posturing for nothing. Those baby blues are narrowed to a weary glare in the rearview when 


Dave settles back behind the wheel. "Where're we going?" 

"Good question. You still have the rest of that money you stole from Peter Piper's?" 

"Like you even have to ask" 

"Didn't think so. Guess you'd better save up so you can pay Shifty back and make amends for that little stunt 


the other night. In the meantime, I'll drop you off at home. Maybe we can talk more about what happened. How 
does that sound?" 


"Whatever." 

"Try again, Hetfield” 

The kid clenches his teeth, then slumps. "Sounds fine." 

"Better than a night in jail?" 

"| guess." 

Dave turns the cruiser around and heads back toward Hetfield's house. Hopefully when they pull into his 
driveway, Hetfield will realize how lucky he got and drop the petulant child act. Realize that Dave is only trying 
to help him. Sure enough, they haven't driven more than a block before Hetfield sits up again. Dave almost 
gets his hopes up until he sees Hetfield trying to peer through the wire cage into the passenger seat. 

"Dude. | thought you were kidding about the pizza 

Then again. 

"Hungry?" 

Hetfield raises a brow. "Not if it's got those little fishy things.’ 

"Supreme. No anchovies. You're welcome to a piece if you behave yourself." 

"Meaning what?" 

"We have a polite man-to-man talk about the trouble you've been getting yourself into lately." Dave smiles into 
the rearview. "Maybe two or three pieces, if you manage to watch your language and keep the attitude in 
check. What do you say?" 

Hetfield doesn't. He turns his gaze to the row of shabby houses drifting past the window and sighs again 


"Suit yourself, kiddo. Guess you're stuck with whatever's in the fridge.” 


They sit in silence for another few blocks. Then, as Dave rounds the corner approaching Hetfield's house, he 
hears a "shit!" from the backseat. 


"What's wrong?" 


‘Is my fucking dad, man. He wasn't supposed to be home!" 


Dave eases his foot off the gas. He's close enough now to see an older man sitting on the front steps, arms 


crossed and a cigarette planted between his lips, but not close enough for the man to see him yet. 


“Turn around," James begs. He's stretched flat in the backseat now, eyes huge and his cheeks flushed with 
panic. "Please, dude, I'll pay that money back, | promise. I'll fucking apologize and everything. Just please don't let 
my dad see--" 


"Okay, okay," Dave says gently, remembering what Cliff told him about the smashed amplifier. "Just sit tight. I'l 
keep going." 


The elder Hetfield barely glances up as the cruiser rolls past, but Dave can feel the hostility from here. 
Doesn't matter what James may have done to piss him off--he deserves better than the kind of punishment 
that involves fists. They both let out a sigh of relief as Dave turns the corner heading back toward Main 
Street. James looks up into the rearview with silent gratitude in his reddened eyes. 

"Going where?" he asks. "The police station?" 

Dave shakes his head. To say that he's unsure about the idea that just popped into his head would be a 
colossal understatement, but it's the only one he's got. The only place he can think of where no one will see 


him and James together and ask questions. He can only pray that it's not a mistake. 


"My house." 


To be continued. 


Desperado 


Author's Notes: 

Please see the Author Notes from Chapter | for an updated disclaimer/content warning. | took a several month 
hiatus from this story out of respect for Black Lives Matter and those affected by police violence in real life. 
Hopefully this isn't too soon to begin updating again. While | strive to portray Dave's character as a realistically 
imperfect individual, he nonetheless represents a sanitized and idealized version of a police officer. There will be 
police-related kink at some point soon in this story (but not this chapter). If you have any concerns about 
appropriateness, please feel free to PM me. To those already following, thank you for your patience, and | hope 


you enjoy. 


It's just like one of those porno vids. One with a red sticker on the case. Barely legal dude gets caught stealing 
and makes a deal with the middle-aged cop to stay out of jail. Barely legal dude walks away with cum breath 


and a sore ass, but otherwise a free man. 
Okay, fine. Maybe not just like. 


For one thing, he's not under arrest. The cop claimed there are no charges. Sounds like he just wants to 
lecture James about why stealing is wrong, and how he'd better grow up and get his act together before he 
ends up in the slammer with Dave Mustaine, and blah, blah, blah. As long as James keeps his promise to pay 
back the money and apologize to the bartender, that'll be that. Water under the fridge, or however the saying 


goes. 


He also seems like a halfway decent dude underneath the uniform. Then again, the nice-guy routine might be a 
trap. No one would believe a loser like James if he said that a cop lured him home with pizza and molested 
him. Officer Growl (or however the fuck you pronounce it) would claim that James broke in, and that would be 


that. 


But James doesn't get that vibe. The dude is obviously queer as a three dollar bill if he spends his evenings at 
Peter Piper's, but that doesn't mean he's trying to get into James’ pants. Not that James would mind if-- 


Nah. That's stupid. Things like that only happen in porn 


Back here in the real world, James is parked on the couch, nursing a soda while Officer Growl changes out of 
his uniform. Ten bucks says he comes back dressed like Magnum PI. again. Loud-ass Hawaiian shirt to match 
his Tom Selleck ‘stache. Pornstache is more like it. And his department doesn't care? Dude looks more like the 


Village People cop than a real one. 


If Cliff were here, he'd tell James to quit slagging a guy who cut him a break. He would ask why James is 


wasting his undeserved reprieve obsessing over what the guy looks like instead of chilling out and appreciating 


the time away from his dad. 


Not obsessing, James would reply. Just getting the insults out of the way in his head instead of out loud. He's 
more grown up than everyone thinks. He has manners and shit. He knows damn well the cop cut him a break, 
fuck you very much, and he's taking that into consideration. Being the kind of man that everyone wants him to 
be. 


The kind of man he should be, Cliff would say. 
Same difference, James would insist. Same fuckin’ difference. 


Except that he knows the real difference. He just wonders what the point is these days. Sometimes he wonders 
if he should try to join the Army, and others, he almost wishes he were in jail. He knows that jail wouldn't earn 
him respect after he got out, but it might make people think twice about giving him shit, and sometimes that's 
the next best thing. Sometimes that's as good as it gets. 


James chugs the last of his Pepsi and lets out a belch. He goes to crush the can into the carpet, then thinks 
twice and slam-dunks it into the kitchen trash instead. Officer Growl has a really nice house. Everything looks 


lived-in, but clean. Even James would feel like an ass making a mess on purpose. 
He almost craps his shorts as something fuzzy winds around his ankle. 


Then there's a soft "mew," followed by the sandpapery swipe of a tongue along his skin. Officer Growl has a 
cat. Barely older than a kitten. Orange and white calico fur streaked through with black. James swallows the 
lump in his throat. His last cat died three years ago, shortly after James' mom, and he's not allowed to get a 
new one because his stupid stepmother is allergic. This kitty allows him exactly one stroke along the arch of 
its back before it saunters into the living room. 


James plucks a single pepperoni off the pizza on the counter and follows the cat. He hears the faint but 
unmistakable trill of unplugged electric guitar strings in the corner behind Officer Growl's easy chair. What he 
finds back there makes his palms tingle with excitement. A vintage Gibson--red as a cherry and twice as 


sweet. 


He peers down the hallway at the still-closed bedroom door, then runs his finger slowly along the bass string. 
The cat looks up and gives James another mew. Half curious and half annoyed. He reaches for the plectrum 
tucked between the strings but backs off when those amber eyes narrow to a glare. They stay locked on 
James as he retreats to the couch, watching him suspiciously. Just like Officer Growl in the patrol car while 


James was mowing the lawn. 
James chuckles. Now he knows where Growl got his surveillance training. 


The bedroom door opens at last and, sure as shit, Officer Growl strolls out in a bright green Hawaiian shirt. 


“Sup, Magnum P12" 


Growl rolls his eyes. "You're only getting away with that nickname because you're the only one who recognizes 


the inspiration" 

"How ‘bout Barney Fife?" 

"That's a Hell No for two reasons. One, we look nothing alike. Two, | have a lot more ammunition in my gun" 
Despite the sudden color in his cheeks, Growl doesn't miss a beat. "And three--make that three reasons--he's 
a deputy and l'm a sergeant." 

“Sergeant Growl." 

"Is pronounced Grohl Rhymes with roll” 

"Growl sounds a lot cooler," James insists. "Shoulda gone with that." 


"Maybe you should just call me Dave." 


James feels another crackle of excitement, chased with unease. Awfully friendly for someone he spent the last 


two days antagonizing. Maybe the dude has ulterior motives for bringing him home after all. 
"Um..okay.” 
"Y'know, because this isn't the police station We're talking man to man here, not cop to perp." 


Oh yeah. The big talk. James forgot that was why Dave picked him up. But that's okay. All he has to do is 


smile and nod and say the right things to convince Dave that he's learned his lesson. Piece of cake. 
His stomach rumbles. 

Piece of pizza, rather. 

"Thought you'd be mowing down already." 


It takes him a second to realize Dave is talking about the pizza, not the lawn. "Oh, uh. was waiting for you. 


Trying to be polite and all." 
"| appreciate that. How many pieces you want?" 
How many pies would be the better question. James hasn't eaten all day. His stomach is practically crawling up 


his windpipe to get to the pizza before his mouth does. Or maybe that's just nerves. "I dunno. However many 


you're having.” 


Dave disappears into the kitchen. The cat, no longer eyeballing James, jumps from the chair to the TV and 


curls into a ball on top of the cable box. Suspicion averted. Stakeout cancelled. 


James can't help but smile. It's the only gesture in longer than he can remember thats made him feel 
genuinely trusted. And trustworthy. The compulsion to pocket something while Dave's back is turned shrivels 
down to nothing. Except guilt for having thought about it in the first place. 


"Here you go." 

He takes the offered plate and chomps through an entire slice before remembering to mumble a thank you. If 
only Dave knew how much those tharks actually include. James has no idea where he'll sleep tonight (as far 
from his drunk old man as possible), but at least he won't have to scrounge for food. Or steal food. Or spend 
the night in a holding cell. He looks up to see his new acquaintance splayed out in the easy chair, pizza in one 
hand and the cat nuzzling the other. 

"Sorry, Snick," Dave says. "Pizza's not for kitties. You're stuck with Fancy Feast, I'm afraid.” 

“Cute cat." 


"Yeah, she's a sweetie, all right. Snickers is her name and begging is her game. | found her in the dumpster 
behind Peter Piper's when she was only a few days old. Didn't think she'd make it at first, but the littlest ones 
are usually the toughest.” 


"I thought you'd have, like, a German shepherd. Being a cop and all." 
Dave chuckles. "| would if | were a KI handler, but I've always been more of a cat man myself" 


Same here, James thinks. Then wonders if that means he really is gay. Is that how it works? Straight dudes 
like dogs and queers like cats? Sure seems like. But what does he know, anyway? 


"You play guitar too?" 


Dave glances back fondly at the Gibson "I mess around a little on my days off--assuming Snickers isn't 


climbing up the fretboard or trying to bat the pick out of my hand. You?" 


James imagines his ESP gathering dust in the stockroom at Sundown Video. Or hanging on the wall at the 
nearest pawn shop. More likely that. He crams the crust into his mouth so he doesn't have to answer right 


away. Give that prickling feeling in the corners of his eyes time to dry up. 


"Had an acoustic | used to fuck around with, but the wood was warped and one of the tuning pegs fell off, 
and.." Truth is, he smashed it. Smashed it into splinters inside the abandoned service station It was a piece of 
shit his stepmom brought home from a yard sale. James tuned it up as best he could and tried busking on 


Main Street, but the damn thing sounded as bad as it looked, and everybody ignored him as they walked by. 
Except the ones who told him not to quit his day job. "Had to get rid of it. Been trying to save up for another." 


‘Is that why you stole Shifty's tip money?" 
Ah, fuck 

"Look, dude. I'll be honest with you." 

"I'm listening." 


Patiently. Kindly. Not the pretend versions, either, as far as James can tell. Dave's warm dark eyes are filled 


with a sympathy James thought cops were incapable of. 

"| did it To piss you off." 

"For calling you out about the fake ID?" 

James nods. "And | was broke. Needed the money for Jack and weed." 


"Well" Dave chuckles again. "Wasn't expecting quite that level of honesty, but | appreciate you not trying to 
bullshit me. Please tell me it was good weed, at least." 


"Dude. It was the fucking worst. Think | got higher off the mold than the weed itself" 
"Then let that be a lesson on both counts." 


James realizes he's grinning like a fool, so he folds the remaining slice in half and crams it in his mouth. Is that 


it? Is that all Dave wanted to know--why he stole the cash? Not why he's too broke to buy a new guitar? 
Not what he was doing in Peter Piper's in the first place? 

"So what, then?" Dave goes on, answering what was obviously a stupid question "You don't have a job?" 
"Like a regular one?" 

Dave nods. 


"Not right now. | take whatever | can find in the want ads that doesn't require a car. Or a college education 
‘Cause | don't have either." 


"What about the car in your driveway?" 


James sighs. "It broke down a few months ago. | can't afford the parts since | lost my job. Bought a 
skateboard, and some dickwad stole it while | was at the beach, and | can't afford to replace that either. Can't 
afford to move out because | still owe my dad last month's rent. Every penny | make goes to that--" drunk 
fucking asshole. "It all goes to him, so that I'm allowed to keep living there, even though it sucks balls." 


"I see. Which job was that, if you don't mind me asking?" 
"Are you just saying that to be nice?" 
"Saying what?" 


"If | don't mind you asking. Seems like you'd still want an answer even if | did mind, and you'd just find other 
ways of asking until | did." 


Dave raises an eyebrow. "Very savvy. Have you had other run-ins with the law that | don't know about?" 


"See, thats another thing," James says. "Why are you asking me when you could just look it up in my record? 


Probably already did, and that's how you knew where | live." 
"Guilty as charged." 


"So then you know about the speeding tickets and those times | got busted for fighting. That's how you knew | 
used to hang with Dave Mustaine." 


"Got me there too." Dave shoos Snickers aside and leans forward. "To save you the trouble of asking, yes. | do 
know where you used to work--or at least, where you worked when you were arrested last winter on that 


disorderly charge. Sundown Video." 
AKA, the last fucking place on earth James wants to think about right now. 
"That's the one." 


Dave motions toward the kitchen "You're welcome to grab seconds if you want. Save me from feeling like a 


glutton" 


James follows without hesitation, even though he suspects it's a deliberate tactic on Dave's part. Keep him 
feeling obligated to talk. Much as he hates to admit it (and sure as fuck wouldn't to Dave), it feels weirdly 
good to talk about this stuff with someone who at least pretends to care. Whenever he tries to unload on Kirk 
and Lars about the bullshit at home, they roll their eyes and tell him to save up and move out already. Duhl 
Fucking idiots. They know its not that easy. Without Cliff, there's no one left who gets it. There's sure as hell 
no one he can talk with about Cliff. Or the other stuff. Especially the other stuff. Like why he went to Peter 


Piper's instead of some other bar that cops aren't supposed to hang out in. 


"Earth to James?" 
"Huh?" 

Dave has the fridge open "Asked if you'd like another Pepsi’ 
"Oh.yeah, thanks” 


Plates reloaded, they retreat to the living room. Dave stops short when he sees the cat curled in the seat of 


his chair. "C'mon, Snick. Just gimme a break, and you can have my lap." 

No deal. Snickers takes a claws-out swipe as Dave reaches down. 

"Think she just flipped you off." 

"Yeah. Been getting a lot of that lately," Dave retorts. "Mind some company on the couch?" 


James feels his face go hot, then remembers the chili flakes on his pizza and shrugs it off. Literally. 


"Whatever, man. Your couch." 

Dave mumbles gratefully, cheeks stuffed like a chipmunk and his Magnum ‘stache dusted with crumbs. James 
wonders if the guy eats donuts the same way. Shovels ‘em in and keeps on chewing without wiping his mouth. 
What kind does he like? Chocolate drizzle? Jelly? Krispy Kreme, with that delicious white shit in the middle? Bet 
it gets all up in Dave's whiskers. Bet it takes a lot of licking to-- 

James cracks open the soda to distract himself. 


"So, what happened at Sundown Video?" 


Oh yeah. That's what they were talking about before Dave sat down and got him all..yeah. Why did he think 


Dave wouldve forgotten too? 
Not that it needs to be a big deal. Simple answer and move on Talk about the cat or something, 
"Assholes fired me 

"They did?" 

"| didn't steal anything, if that's why you're asking’ 

Dave shakes his head. "Just wondering’ 


"| came in late one day because my alarm never went off." 


"Wow, seriously?” 

"Apparently it's a capitol crime over there." James waits for Dave to laugh. That's why he used a police 
expression. He was trying to be clever, but Dave looks unamused, and now James recognizes the sarcasm in 
Dave's reply. "What?" 

"That's not what the owner's son had to say." 

James feels his fingers clench into fists, but the rage stays concentrated there. Its not even rage. More like a 
sense of betrayal because Dave made it sound like he honestly didn't know. Except that Dave just admitted he 
did some checking up, and if James had half a brain, he'd have realized that included Sundown Video. He has no 
one to be pissed at but himself. He'd punch himself in the face right now if he could. 


"Cliff is full of shit," he mumbles through a mouthful of pizza, still trying to seem unfazed. "OF course he's 
gonna say | quit so that he doesn't look like an asshole for firing me." 


"Well, there are two sides to every story" 
"Exactly!" 
"But Cliff seemed pretty bummed out when he told me." 


"IIl bet he is." Because he thought he knew the truth and got a rude awakening Must be rough finding out your 
best friend's a queer. "Now he's gotta work twice the hours. Like | give a shit.” 


"He showed me your guitar." 


James stops chewing. The pizza suddenly tastes like clay in his mouth. He forces himself to swallow, and the 
strain brings tears to his eyes. 


"You didn't just call? You actually went there?" 

"Didn't know if they were the sort who'd hang up as soon as | mentioned your name, so yeah. Just easier that 
way." Dave picks something up from the side table. A video case with a painfully familiar logo. "Plus, my usual 
place didn't have the movie | wanted" 


"So, what? Did you talk about guitars the whole time, or did Cliff talk shit about me?" 


"Neither. He said you got in a fight about some band and stormed out. That was it. Said he doesn't know what 
happened. He tried getting in touch, but you obviously want nothing to do with him. I'm assuming that's why 


he's so bummed out." 


James remembers the saying his stepmom likes to use: when you assume, you make an ass of you and me. 


Suddenly it makes sense. And not just the joke about the letters. 

"You don't know anything about Cliff," he mutters. "Or me." 

"You're right, which is the only reason I'm trying to--" 

He tosses the plate onto the coffee table and watches the crusts bounce off onto the rug. "Why are you so 
fucking obsessed with me? Why are you following me around? Why do you care what my friends say about 
me? Huh? Did you see me in that fairy bar and think you could get in my pants? Is that what these stupid 

questions are all about?" 

Dave lets his head drop forward with a sigh. 


"James, l'm sorry. | really didn't mean to upset you." 


| was curious, okay? That's the only reason | went to the bar. That's the only reason | watched that fucking 
video--and, for the record, | thought I'd have some fucking privacy!" 


"Okay," Dave says softly. "I think | understand now’ 

"You dont understand shit, and neither does Cliff" 

"He caught you watching a porno." 

James nods. He knows exactly what kind of porno Dave is talking about, and he also knows why Dave doesn't 
say it out loud He doesn't need to. James isn't sure whether to feel grateful or ashamed. He can't bring 


himself to meet Dave's eyes as he goes on 


"I didn't know it was all guys until | was too stoned to turn it off. So then | thought, why not? Keep watching 
for the hell of it. | just didn't expect to.." 


"Get into it?" Dave offers. 


"Yeah. That's when Cliff came downstairs. | thought he and his girlfriend had gone to bed for the night, but 


nope. He was standing right there behind me while | was jackin’ it" 
"Oof, that had to be awkward. What did he say?" 


"Just my name at first. Trying to get my attention. | thought | was imagining it, so |..y'know, kept going. 
Mightve said some stuff back before | realized he was actually there." 


"Did he seem like it bothered him?" Dave asks. 


"He pretended like it didn't, but | know better." 
"How's that?" 


"Like, he tried to tell me he watched those kind of movies too sometimes. That's a complete load. He only said 


it to calm me down ‘cause | was freaking out." 
"You don't think he was telling the truth?" 


"About watching that shit?" James scoffs. "Cliff's no faggot. He and his girlfriend can't keep their hands off 
each other. Whole time, | was listening to them bang, and he definitely wasn't pretending there." 


"Thought | asked you not to use that word" 

"Sorry" 

Dave's stern tone softens again. "You know, it's not always black and white. Or gay and straight. You can have 
girlfriends and still be attracted to men, and vice versa. Sexuality is a lot more complex than most of us 
realize." 

"So what about you?" James asks. "You ever had a girlfriend?" 

"Hal | had more girlfriends when | was your age than | can count. Then again, | was in the police academy. 
Definitely not a place where you can be openly gay. Even now, the only ones who know are my closest friends. 
So I'd appreciate if you could keep that part between us." 

"Nobody'd believe me if | told ‘em anyway.’ 

"You'd be surprised." 

"Don't worry, dude. | won't. You're actually pretty cool." 

Dave chuckles. "For a cop, you mean?" 

"| mean, you just are. But don't tell anyone | said that!" 

“Stricken from the record." 

Snickers hops down from the chair and slinks toward one of the fallen crusts. She mews in protest as Dave 
picks it up, then climbs into James’ lap instead as Dave takes their plates to the kitchen James wraps his 


arms around the cat while Dave's back is turned. He buries his nose in the soft fur between her ears and 


breathes in time with her purrs. If only he could stay the night. Curl up on the couch with Snickers tucked 


under his chin while Dave sprawls out in the recliner. He'd even watch that freaky alien movie again--the one 


Kirk teased him about when he said it gave him nightmares--as long as he has someone to watch it with. 
"So," Dave goes on as he fills the sink, "I get the distinct impression that things aren't right at home." 
"Cliff tell you that too?" 

"Something about a fight with your dad. And a broken amplifier.” 

James feels his entire body tense, then his heart sink as Snickers wiggles free again 

"Beyond that, just bits and pieces, if you'll pardon the pun" 

"| don't wanna talk about it” 

"He break anything else?" 

"Dude, | just said--" James stops himself. No fair jumping down Dave's throat when he's only doing his job. 
Cops are supposed to look out for mistreated kids. "No. He didn't hit me. He didn't smash any more of my shit. 
It was a stupid fight and he's a stupid drunk. That's all." 

"Mustve been pretty serious if he smashed your amp." 

James shrugs. Desperate as he is for any excuse to keep talking to Dave so he can stick around, he really 
wishes Dave would back off the sore spots. "I mean, yeah. | shouldn't have mouthed off to my stepmom. | 


shoulda stopped playing and come to the table when she asked me to. | get it. But I'm a grown man, and that 
was my own amp that | bought with my own money.” 


"What'd you do?" Dave asks. 

"Told him to take it out of my rent" 

"Can't imagine that went over well” 

"Sure didn't! 

He waits for Dave to ask him to go on May as well H's not like he can make up some horror story for 
sympathy, because Dave would investigate. Or see through him right away. Call his bluff, yet again. How many 


times has it been now? 


‘Its okay," Dave says instead. "| don't need to know the details, if you'd rather not talk about it. | just need to 


make sure you're okay. You seemed terrified back there." 


"Because | owe my dad money. He's looking for any excuse to pawn my shit and kick my ass to the curb. Rolling 


up in a squad car would be the last straw, y'know?" 

"And you don't have anywhere else to stay?" 

James shakes his head. "His place or the streets" 

"No other relatives?" 

"My mom's dead, if thats what you're asking. Don't wanna talk about her either: 


Dave nods. Not just politely, but like he really understands. Like he knows how much it hurts--and how it 
hurts all over again every time James tells the story. 


"What about friends?" 


"Got a spare room lined up with a couple guys, but their landlord wants my share of the rent before | can 


move in" James can't even manage a sad smile. It sounds even more pathetic out loud. "So that's a big fat 


nope. 


Dave nods silently for a few seconds. Trying to find the right words, maybe. The best way to say something 


he knows James won't like. 
"You would seriously rather sleep on the streets than give Cliff another chance?" 
"Look, |." Fuck. Of course it sounds stupid when Dave says it out loud. "It's not that simple. Its just not." 


"Do you have any reason, besides your own embarrassment and fear, to believe that Cliff is lying about 


wanting you to come back?" 
"Yo, when is it my turn to play twenty questions?" 


"| get why you were upset when he caught you," Dave replies. "When | was in high school, my best friend 
found out by accident too. | thought he'd hate me--or, at least, that things would be weird between us after 
that--so | cut him off. Quit the band. Found other places to hang out after school. | even thought about 
dropping out just so we wouldn't run into each other. But you know what? He saw right through me. Pulled me 
aside after class one day and told me | was being stupid. Said it didn't bother him in the slightest that | was 


gay, and | would've known that if | had asked instead of making assumptions." 
"And it wasn't weird after that?" 


"Nope. If anything, it brought us closer." 


Probably another bullshit story. Dave wants to get rid of him without the guilt of knowing he sent a kid out to 


sleep on the streets. 

"Look, even if that really happened--" 

"True story. Swear on my badge 

"--how do you know Cliff would react the same way?" 


"Just the vibe | get. For what its worth, | have pretty good intuition about things like that. But there's only 


one way to find out." 

He's right. You know he's right. 

"So what were the twenty questions?" 

"Huh?" 

"That you wanted to ask me." 

Oh yeah. James feels the defensiveness shrink from his mind, crowded out by everything he's been curious 
about since he got here. What was Dave's band called? What kind of music did they play? Why did he become 
a cop instead of a guitarist? Has he ever shot anyone? Why does he have flying saucer photos and alien movie 
posters all over the walls? Was he abducted by aliens? Did they anally probe him? Did he anally probe them? 
Is he butt buddies with the bartender from Peter Piper's? Is he butt buddies with anyone right now? Is he a 
top or a bottom? Or both? Would he have been interested if the fake ID thing never happened? 

"Were you into him?" is the one he settles on 

"Who--my friend Kurt?" 


James nods. 


"Not like that. He was straight as an arrow. | mean maybe, if he hadn't been, but thats a moot point either 


way." 
"You guys still tight?" 
Dave shakes his head. "He's gone now. Got hooked on heroin and ended up shooting himself" 


"Oh shit. l'm sorry, man" 


"Happens." 


Now James feels like crap for touching a nerve, pissed as he was at Dave for doing the same thing. Fucking 
sucks when people die too soon Sucks in a way that words can never describe. ls that why Dave became a 
cop? So he could help people? Steer them back from the wrong path? 

"Are you asking because you had feelings for Cliff?" 

James' heart clenches, but only for a moment this time. "| never thought about it like that. Thought | only 
loved him as a best friend. Then | turned on that fucking movie, and | swear one of the guys looked just like 
Cliff from the neck down. | could hear him banging his girlfriend upstairs at the same time this dude was 
plowing a guy who kinda looked like me. It started to, y'know..give me ideas, | guess." 

Dave smiles in that now it all makes sense way. "| can see how that would make things extra complicated. 


"Yeah, and | can't just, like, tell him that." 


"You don't have to," Dave says. "But | really think you should give the friendship another shot. Whatve you got 
to lose that you haven't already?" 


James opens his mouth to argue that Cliff might be over him already, but then a strange impulse seizes him 
by the hand. He picks up the phone next to the couch without even asking and dials the number to Sundown 
Video. Fuck it. He may never have the nerve again. If Cliff tells him to fuck off, at least he can say "I told you 
so" right to Dave's face. His stomach does a somersault as someone picks up on the other end An unfamiliar 
voice. Probably one of Cliff's other friends. James swallows hard and asks for Cliff. Not here, says the other 
guy. James asks if Cliff is at home. Nope. Out with his girlfriend. James mumbles a thank you and hangs up. He 
doesn't know Corinne's number. Looks like there's no way of getting a hold of Cliff tonight even if he wanted to. 
Meanwhile, Dave's mouth has been hanging open the whole time. "I didn't mean literally right this second” 

"Like you said. What did | have to lose?" 

"| take it he wasn't around" 

"Probably gave up hope a long time ago." 


Dave perches himself on the arm of the couch, hands on his knees. "Try again tomorrow." 


James wonders what the hell's the point. Someone else is working his old position. Sundown Video doesn't need 


him, and neither does Cliff. Does anyone even miss him? "Yeah. | guess." 
"Don't get discouraged. | really think you'll be glad you took the chance." 


Is that another pre-packaged cop line? Something that sounds smart and perceptive and kind that nobody can 


argue against without sounding like a chicken shit? Or is Dave really that good at reading people he talked to 
for fifteen minutes? Is it the wisdom that supposedly comes with age? How old is Dave anyway? Old enough to 


be his dad, or just his big brother? 
"Don't suppose you're looking for a roommate." 


For a second, Dave goes red--until James realizes its just the blood rushing into his own face. He breaks into 


a grin and tries to snort in that yep, / had you way. It sounds more like choking. Or at least sighing in defeat. 


"Just kidding." He manages an awkward laugh this time. "Even if | weren't a criminal, I'd still be too broke to 


make the rent. Probably some law against it anyway." 
"The couch is all I'd have to give you regardless." 


James scrambles for a clever reply, scratching his sunburnt neck until it stings. He can't even think up a lame 


one before Dave stands up again. 


"Hang tight. I'm gonna take the pizza box out to the garbage." He pats James on the shoulder. "Honor System, 


remember?" 


"Honor System," James echoes. Means hands to yourself. No stealing or doing anything else to make Dave--aka, 
Sergeant Grohl, who could've straight-up arrested him instead--regret trusting James in his home. He 
watches Dave bend over to empty the kitchen trash and goes red-in-the-head all over again. Okay, just the 
cheeks this time, but still He forgets to exhale until the screen door bangs closed behind Dave. 


Snickers offers a sympathetic mew as James rubs his eyes. 
"Yeah, | know. Stupid thing to say." 


Not that it matters whether or not Dave knows he was joking. That's why Dave used the word regardless. No 


point even in wishing. 


James hears thunder nearby and turns to peer out the window. Shit. Looks like it's already raining down by the 
boardwalk So much for his backup plan--pick up some tourist babe and score a free night's sleep in a motel 
room. They always scatter like seagulls in the rain. There's still the arcade, but the girls who hang there all 
seem to live at home or with a bunch of other chicks. He needs somewhere he can crash out in peace. There 
are other places he could go, of course. Other people he could go home with. Except that James doesn't know 
if they'd make it that far. More likely he'd end up in a bathroom stall or behind a liquor store dumpster, or in 
a squad car for real because he cozied up to an undercover cop. Worst part about any of those (besides the 
obvious) is that Dave would find out long before Cliff or his parents or anyone else who might care. Dave is 


the only one he'd truly regret letting down. 


Fuck. None of that would even matter if he were twenty-one for real. Dave might've brought him home 


Tonight for completely different reasons. 
One thing's for sure: the longer he sticks around, the harder itll be to leave. 


"Hey, Snickers." James gives the cat a goodbye scratch behind the ears. He has to swallow the lump in his 
throat as she nuzzles his outstretched hand. "Gotta go. Wish | could take you with me." 


He can't help it this time. The tip jar he stole just to be a dick. Now, it's an honest-to-God fucking impulse. He 
needs to take something Doesn't matter what. As long as it's small enough to fit in his pocket and will remind 


him of Dave. Like a talisman Or a good luck charm. Something that Dave won't notice missing, so that James 


won't feel too guilty about breaking the Honor Code. 
His eyes move to the headstock of Dave's Gibson, sticking up from behind the chair. Snickers watches warily 
as James plucks the pick from between the strings. It's a grimy old Tortex, more brown than orange, worn 


paper-thin at the edges and smudged with Dave's fingerprints. Perfect. 


"Please don't rat me out," he whispers. 


To be continued. 


